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Making It Stick: Professional
Learning and Literacy Coaching
BY LEAH VAN BELLE
noticed the glue first. Thick mounds of glue that a kindergartner was using as she placed squares of paper
with upper and lower letters onto a worksheet. This was 3-D glue-glue that made the page look like a
mini-landscape of a mountain range, glue that made me do a double-take, thinking it was old-fashioned
school paste from a jar. But no, it was just glue stick applied with the enthusiasm that only a 6-year-old can
bring to cutting and gluing.

I

The instructional coach and I had popped into the kindergarten classroom to ask the teacher a quick question
about an upcoming literacy unit, and we found a classroom busy with guided reading, literacy stations, and
a quickly dwindling adhesive supply. As I smiled at the glue flourishes, I noticed that on the worksheet were
pictures of a tree, a shoe, a tray, and a pie. Reading the letters beneath the pictures, I couldn't figure out a
pattern as to how the student had glued down the cards. I looked to the worksheet of the little boy sitting next
to her, and he was gluing his cards down with the letters in alphabetical order. Curious about their reasoning,
I sat down and asked both of them to tell me about how they were deciding where to put the letter cards.
Hmm .... This was a puzzling question indeed because the boy thought he needed to put them in ABC order,
which he was doing, and the girl was gluing them randomly and wasn't able to describe how she chose where
to put them. Clearly, there was some confusion. And, let's face it, if it's worth that kind of commitment to glue,
then it's probably worth knowing why we're glueing.
As I began talking about ending sounds with the students and modeling how to do the activity, the teacher
said to the instructional coach, "Of course they would be doing this wrong when she came into the room!"
(She being me, the district literacy coach.) They both laughed, but it was clear that the teacher felt a little
uncomfortable having two colleagues observe a literacy station gone awry. The instructional coach and
I worked with the students to try to get them get back on track; however, it quickly became evident that
the activity was simply not appropriate for the students' developing phonological awareness. Other than
practicing the fine motor skills of cutting and glueing, they weren't getting much out of the activity.
The teacher and I briefly chatted about why the activity wasn't working, and as we did, I was also thinking
about the growing research (see recommended readings below) that shows us that effective instructional
coaching is about coaching, not mandating-meaning you can't effectively help teachers grow their practice by
telling them what to do; you grow effective teachers by helping them puzzle through what's (in)effective, with
you acting as a guide and thought-partner. This is something about which I have reflected a great deal in my
own instructional coaching and support for coaches: effective coaching is just that-coaching ("I'm in this with
you." "This is puzzling; let's figure this out together."), not mandating ("Do this." "I'm telling you what to do
because I'm in charge and I'm the expert.") Because this distinction is always at the back of my mind when
I'm coaching, I raised concerns about the letter card activity with the classroom teacher that day, but was
intentional about doing so in a way that engaged her as a respected colleague and thought-partner. This is a
teacher with years of teaching experience and rich skills in literacy instruction. She knew the literacy station
didn't go well, and she was already thinking about why and how to change it.
I noticed. I asked questions. I chose language that would support her in coming to the conclusion that
the activity was not an appropriate one for the students. When she did, I was intentional in naming the
professional tool she had just used, saying, "What you just did is really important. With any instructional
materials, even this word study program, you know that you're the professional educator and you know your
students as learners. You know that you have to think about what will or won't work for your kids and decide
how to tweak things to work for them."
My goal was not just to tell the teacher to stop using the activity, because it was about something larger than
glueing letter cards onto a worksheet. It was about helping her add tools to her teaching tool belt-one of these
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being to always analyze and question materials and
textbooks in light of Best Practices, evidence-based
literacy instruction, and knowledge about learners.
If I, as the Literacy Consultant (with capital letters,
mind you), had just said, "Don't do this; it's not
good," she likely would have complied. However,
herein lies the challenge (and the great excitement!)
in instructional coaching. Effective coaches respect
teachers and engage them as thought-partners in
puzzling through the messiness of teaching and
learning. And there's no denying that it's inherently
messy work. Effective coaches roll up their sleeves
and dig right in with teachers, working side-by-side
with them. Is it easier to simply tell a teacher what to
do? Of course, but there's no real professional growth
in that. It would be the same as asking a teacher to
glue little slips of paper onto a sheet of paper, and
even though he has absolutely no idea why he is
gluing, he does it simply to comply.

Recommended Readings on
Literacy Coaching
Below are research and resources that have been
instrumental to me in examining my own professional
practice and growing as a literacy coach, mentor
to literacy coaches, and teacher educator. You can
find more at the Literacy Coaching Clearinghouse
website (www.literacycoachingonline.org). What are
your recommendations? What research, articles, or
professional texts have helped shape your coaching
practice? Share them via twitter with #literacycoach.
You can tweet me @leahvanbelle and I look forward
to reading your suggestions. Let's keep this dialogue
going!
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